A retrospective study of death scene investigation practices for sudden unexpected death of infants (SUDI) in Cape Town, South Africa.
A death scene investigation (DSI) forms an integral part of the inquiry into death, particularly for sudden unexpected death of infants (SUDI). Global guidelines exist for DSI, however, previous studies have shown that South Africa does not routinely perform DSI for SUDI cases, nor is there a standard protocol in this regard. This was largely attributed to the large burden of SUDI cases as well as the lack of resources, due to South Africa being a developing country. This study assessed DSI practices at one of the largest mortuaries in Cape Town (Salt River Mortuary) to assess the scope of these practices within a resource-constrained context. Data were collected by retrospectively reviewing medico-legal case files (n = 454) from SUDI cases investigated at Salt River Mortuary over a two-year period. The results showed that SUDI death scenes were visited in 59.2% of cases at Salt River Mortuary, with poor and inconsistent levels of documentation. Death scenes were never investigated in cases where the infant was pronounced dead on arrival at a medical facility. The findings support the need for a locally relevant approach to DSI, coupled with specialized training for staff. Based on the limited resources, this should focus on the training of staff using the available resources and accurate use of documentation.